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Author's Reply 
To the Editors: 
I want to thank Miikka Ruokanen for the clarity and sensitivity 
with which he repUed (IBMR, July 1990) to my comments on his April 
1990 article concerning the teaching of the Second Vatican Council on 
non-Christian religions. His reply enables me to focus, I hope with 
equal clarity and sensitivity, on what remains the fundamental dif-
ference in the way each of us understands the contents and signifi-
cance of what the coundl had to say about other religious traditions. 
His interpretation of Karl Rahner's essay "On the Importance 
of the Non-Christian Religions for Salvation" (Theological Investigations, 
vol. 18, pp. 288-295) illustrates, I beUeve, how he continues to misread 
both Rahner and the council. Ruokanen claims that "Rahner's 
understanding of the conciliar teaching on non-Christian religions is 
in line" with his own. Concedo—yes, Rahner would agree with Ruo-
kanen's claim that Vatican II did not expUdtly declare the reUgions to 
be "ways of salvation." But nego—no, Rahner would not agree when 
Ruokanen argues that the view of other reUgions as ways of salvation, 
proposed by Rahner and the majority of Roman Catholic theologians, 
"cannot be supported by the conciliar texts" (IBMR, April 1990, 
p. 61). This was the point of Rahner's essay: that when the council 
left the issue of the salvifk role of other reUgions open, as a quaestio 
disputata, it need not have done so! The council itseU, Rahner points 
out, established the premises for a conclusion it did not draw! 
For some reason, the conclusion contained in these premises is 
not clear to Ruokanen. The first premise is the council's dear and 
pervasive declaration of the universal saving activity of God's grace, 
which means the universal availability of authentic revelation. (As 
Rahner himself puts it in the essay Ruokanen refers to: ". . . the 
history of supernatural revelation and the history of supernatural sal-
vation [beyond Christianity] are necessarily co-extensive and co-ex-
istent" [p. 292].)The second premise is what Ruokanen calls 
"sacramentalism." For Roman CathoUc theology in general, and 
for Vatican Π in particular, the prindple that God's saving grace cannot 
operate in an exdusively interior or individualistic manner but must 
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take some kind of sacramental—that is, historical-social form—is not 
limited to ecdesiology (as Ruokanen suggests) but is fundamental to 
the way CathoUcs understand the divine-human relationship. There-
fore, once you recognize that God's saving grace operates beyond the 
borders of the historical-social forms of Christianity (the first premise), 
you're going to have to admit other historical-social forms through 
which it operates (the second premise). 
Therefore, Rahner is, as Ruokanen rightly describes, "aston-
ished" that "this condusion from the premises of the council is 
not drawn by the coundl in Nostra Aetate" (Rahner, p. 290)—namely, 
that the reUgions can be counted among the sacramental expressions/ 
mediations of this universal grace. As Rahner states, such a condusion 
is "reaUy obvious" (ibid). For Rahner and most Roman CathoUc 
theologians, the council supports, though it does not expUdtly draw, 
such a condusion. 
The reason why Ruokanen cannot see how this condusion flows 
necessarily from these premises gets back to what I termed his dual-
istic notion of nature and grace. I agree with him that "nature and 
grace are dearly and necessarily to be distinguished" (from my first 
response, p. 62). And he agrees with me that, especiaUy in Ught of 
the Trinitarian opera ad extra, the "natural and the supernatural," 
or "law and Gospel," are "simultaneously present" and are 
"inseparable" (Ruokanen's words). Yet he seems to contradict 
himself when he so dearly, adamantly, and dualisticaUy separates 
nature from grace in the realm of religion. He insists that for the 
council the reUgions represent only "the natural cognition of God" 
or "natural moral law." He seems to fear that unless the reUgions 
are kept to the natural order, we jeopardize sola gratia. I don't under-
stand why. If "sola gratia" can operate within/despite the Christian 
religion, why can't it do so within/despite other reUgions? Ruokanen 
continues not only to distinguish but to separate nature and grace 
much too fadlely. This runs contrary to the spirit, if not to the words, 
of the coundl. 
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But why did not the council expUdtly affirm in words what it 
was impUdtly holding in spirit? Ruokanen misunderstood the expla-
nation I tried to give in my response: "out of a respect for tradi-
tion." Nostra Aetate's positive view of other reUgions, implying their 
salvific role in God's plan, represents a change, something new, in 
CathoUc teaching. Such changes are admitted only slowly, often in-
directly, seeking to avoid the impression that mistakes were made in 
the past. (I am merely describing this reaUty, not defending it.) This 
accounts for what many have caUed the "schizophrenic quaHty" 
of ma*iy Vatican II teachings. Often, in areas that signified change or 
a development in CathoUc consdousness, the council would state 
something in one context, but not foUow through, or would even 
contradict itsetf, in another context (e.g., admitting that salvation is 
possible for atheists yet holding to the necessity of the church for 
salvation, or affirming the coUegiaUty of the episcopate but aUowing 
the Pope to act "without consent" of the bishops); or the coundl 
would declare something new without expUdtly recognizing how this 
corrected previous teaching (e.g. reUgious Uberty). Thus, for CathoUc 
theologians, it is both "astonishing" and yet understandable that, 
in the 1960s the Coundl Fathers could lay out the premises, could 
condude to the positive values in other reUgions, but could not draw 
the final condusion of recognizing their possible salvific role. 
The editors of IBMR received another letter (unpublished) that 
asked what I meant in the last paragraph of my response to Ruokanen 
when I stated that the new views recognizing the salvific potential of 
other reUgions do "not lessen the urgency of the missionary man-
date but, on the contrary, strengthen it." This is the pivotal question 
I would like to discuss with my Protestant (and CathoUc!) coUeagues, 
whose missionary commitments J do share. Here I can only outline 
what caUs for a much lengthier discussion. The pluralistic theology 
of reUgions that I and others have been trying to work out, while it 
questions the exdusive uniqueness of Jesus, continues to affirm his 
universal and relational uniqueness. Most pluraUst theologians who rec-
McGavran, Donald A. Effective Evangelism: A Theological Mandate. PhU-
Upsburg, N.J.: Presbyterian and Reformed PubUshing Co., 1988. 
McGee, Gary B. "This Gospel Shall be Preached": A History and Theology of 
Assemblies of God Foreign Missions to 1959. Springfield, Mo.: Gospel 
PubUshing House, 1986. 
. "This Gospel Shall Be Preached": A History and Theology of Assemblies of 
God Foreign Missions Since 1959. Volume 2. Springfield, Mo.: Gospel 
PubUshing House, 1989. 
Maclnnis, Donald E. Religion in China Today: Policy and Practice. MaryknoU, 
N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1989. 
McLoughlin, William G. Cherokees and Missionaries, 1789-1839. New 
Haven, Conn.: Yale Univ. Press. 1984. 
Meeking, Basil, and Stott, John R., eds. The Evangelical-Roman Catholic 
Dialogue on Mission: 1977-1984. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Wm. B. Eerd-
mans PubUshing Co., 1986. 
Miguez Bonino, José. Toward a Christian Political Ethics. Phüadelphia: For-
tress Press, 1983. 
Motte, Mary, and Lang, Joseph R., eds. Mission in Dialogue: The SEDOS 
Research Seminar on the Future of Mission. MaryknoU, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 
1982. 
Murray, Jocelyn. Proclaim the Good News: A Short History of the Church 
Missionary Society. London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1985. 
Neill, Stephen. A History of Christianity in India: The Beginnings to A.D. 1707. 
London: Cambridge Univ. Press. 1984. 
. A History of Christianity in India: 1707-1858. New York: Cambridge 
Univ. Press. 1986. 
ognize the possible salvific vaUdity of other paths continue to affirm 
that what they as Christians have experienced and known in Jesus 
the Christ is meant for aU peoples of all times. This means that not to 
know of this Jesus is to have, in some manner, an "incomplete" 
or "unfulfilled" understanding of humanity, the world, and the 
Ultimate. Therefore, Christians must go forth to make known to oth-
ers what has been made known to them. And the motivation to do 
so is much more impelling than the motivation provided by the so-
caUed theory of "anonymous Christianity." Such a theory caUed 
the missioner to bring to fuU consdousness in others what they may 
weU have already known unconsdously or anonymously. The plur-
aUstic perspective I am suggesting recognizes that what has been 
revealed in Jesus may weU be something "brand new," not yet 
known or Uved by the Buddhists or Hindus, and without which their 
understandings and spirituaUty are incomplete. (What this "brand 
new" might be cannot be discussed here.) 
A pluralist theology of reUgion can offer even greater missionary 
inspiration than traditional, conservative views that deny any salvific 
role to other faiths. By recognizing the possible saving content of other 
reUgions, the pluraUsts understand the uniqueness of Jesus to be re-
lational: the message of Jesus must be related to the possible message 
God gives through others. Christians are therefore motivated to go 
forth unto aU nations not just to teach what others need to know, but 
also to learn from others what God may wish to reveal to us through 
others. Missionary work, from this perspective, is essential to Chris-
tianity not just that the church may bring about the conversion of 
others but also to bring about its own conversion—and thus to remain 
the authentic church of Jesus Christ. 
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